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CHAPTER 5

Trying to Turn Parliament into a Model 
Workplace: UK, Canada and New Zealand

Abstract The chapter describes the steps taken to reform parliamentary 
workplaces in the United Kingdom (UK), Canada and New Zealand. 
There is a particular emphasis on the history of reforms in the UK, as a 
first mover in the creation of independent oversight of the parliamentary 
workplace and a source drawn on by later reformers. The three cases dem-
onstrate the difficulties involved in creating robust systems to tackle sexual 
and sexist misconduct in parliaments. Where regimes are strongly inde-
pendent—as in the UK—parliamentarians may perceive them as unfair and 
as a challenge to parliamentary sovereignty. Where they are under the con-
trol of parliamentarians—as in Canada—they lack critical independence. 
In New Zealand’s case, a lack of commitment within the parliament has 
made constructing a standards regime difficult.

Keywords Sexual misconduct • Standards regimes • Parliamentary 
reforms • UK • Canada • New Zealand

As we saw in the last chapter, the arrival of #MeToo in October 2017 led 
to a spate of revelations about sexual harassment in Westminster parlia-
ments and created the external shock needed to hasten reform. Evidence 
from the Westminster family tells us there are three core elements to 
reforming toxic parliaments. First, norms or rules must be established pro-
hibiting sexual misconduct and bullying. These rules—in the form of 
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codes of conduct—set out what behaviour is expected and what behaviour 
is unacceptable. They are the necessary first step in reforming conduct. 
Second, enforcement architecture must be created: this establishes how 
people are held accountable, who is responsible for enforcing the rules and 
how disputes are resolved. Ideally this means an independent complaints 
system, an independent officer to conduct investigations and decide on 
sanctions, and parliamentary commitment to support these processes. 
Third, there must be proactive efforts to improve and prevent misconduct 
in parliaments: advisory resources to support these regimes and commit-
ted work towards culture change, ideally led by a body with responsibility 
for monitoring and driving reform.

While there are commonalities, interesting differences exist in the tra-
jectories of reform among these Westminster parliaments as they seek to 
improve conduct and move towards being ‘model workplaces’.

The UK: From SelF-regUlaTion 
To independenT overSighT

The UK was the first to move from self-regulation to a code of conduct 
and independent oversight of members. This was prompted by the ‘cash 
for questions’ affair, in which it was alleged two Conservative MPs had 
been bribed to ask parliamentary questions and perform other tasks on 
behalf of the Egyptian owner of Harrods department store, Mohamed 
Al-Fayed. A Committee on Standards in Public Life was established in 
1994 and the following year a Parliamentary Commissioner for Standards 
created as an independent officer of the House of Commons. A code of 
conduct was adopted by the House of Commons in 1996.1 Initially the 
standards did not encompass sexual or sexist misconduct; however, as we 
have seen in earlier chapters, the acceptance of the need for independent 
oversight of conduct may have established a regulatory path dependence. 
It enabled the UK to respond relatively quickly to the wave of allegations 
of sexual misconduct that engulfed parliament in 2017. In 2018, a new 
behaviour code was created and an independent body to handle com-
plaints about misconduct.

The institutional and regulatory structure in the UK is complex and 
evolving. It has often changed since its establishment in the 1990s. The 
Behaviour Code created in 2018 applies to all people who work in or visit 
parliamentary spaces. It warns that ‘Unacceptable behaviour will be dealt 
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with seriously, independently and with effective sanctions’ and outlines 
the following expectations of conduct:

• Respect and value everyone - bullying, harassment and sexual mis-
conduct are not tolerated

• Recognise your power, influence or authority and don’t abuse them
• Think about how your behaviour affects others and strive to under-

stand their perspective
• Act professionally towards others
• Ensure Parliament meets the highest ethical standards of integrity, 

courtesy and mutual respect
• Speak up about any unacceptable behaviour you see

MPs are also bound by a Code of Conduct that states ‘Members must 
treat their staff and all those visiting or working for or with Parliament 
with dignity, courtesy and respect’, while ministers are prohibited from 
‘harassing, bullying or other inappropriate or discriminating behaviour’ 
under the Ministerial Code.

As shown in Table 5.1, the UK system of complaint handling is distin-
guished by the central role of independent external investigators. Complaints 
about bullying, harassment and sexual misconduct are investigated by the 
Independent Complaints and Grievances Scheme (ICGS), using external 
independent investigators. The procedure differs depending on whether the 
complaint involves parliamentarians or staff. Where a complaint is made 
against an MP’s member of staff, the MP as employer takes any disciplinary 
action if the complaint is upheld. Where the respondent is an MP, the ICGS 
investigation report goes to the Parliamentary Commissioner for Standards, 
an independent officer of the parliament, who makes findings and decisions 
on sanctions; they are able to require ‘rectification’ or ‘remedial actions’ if 
the complaint is upheld. Appeals about these findings or sanctions can be 
made to an Independent Expert Panel. The Parliamentary Commissioner 
for Standards investigates alleged breaches of MPs’ Code of Conduct, and 
makes findings and recommendations to the Committee on Standards, 
which makes decisions about the conduct of MPs. MPs are required by their 
Code of Conduct to cooperate at all stages with the Commissioner’s inves-
tigations. The Parliamentary Commissioner for Standards cannot investi-
gate alleged breaches of the ministerial code.

In 2020, the House of Commons agreed to amend the ICGS process 
to ensure it was independent of any members of parliament. Previously, 
serious sanctions had been considered by the Committee on Standards. 
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Table 5.1 Standards reforms in three Westminster countries

UK
House of Commons

Canada
House of Commons

New Zealand
House of 
Representatives

Current codes of 
conduct for 
parliamentarians 
which reference 
sexual harassment 
and/or bullying

Behaviour Code 
(2018); Code of 
Conduct for MPs 
(2022); Ministerial 
Code (2022)

Code of Conduct for 
Members of the House 
of Commons: Sexual 
Harassment Between 
Members (2015); 
Members of the House 
of Commons Workplace 
Harassment and 
Violence Prevention 
Policy (2021); 
Respectful Workplace 
Policy—Office of the 
Prime Minister and 
Minsters’ offices (2020)

Behavioural 
Statements for the 
parliamentary 
workplace (2020)

Start of modern 
standards regime

2018 2014 2020, though still 
being created

Anti-bullying and 
sexual harassment 
training

Voluntary training for 
MPs and their staff; 
(mandatory for 
Members of the 
House of Lords)

Mandatory training 
within three months for 
new MPs and 
employees. Repeat 
training once every 
three years

Positive Workplace 
Culture program 
for staff and MPs; 
not all political 
parties are 
participating

Distinctive 
features

High independence 
from 
parliamentarians.
An independent 
Parliamentary 
Commissioner for 
Standards, an 
independent 
complaints body 
(ICGS) and an 
Independent External 
Panel which reviews 
appeals.
Lay members are 
significantly 
represented

Process for handling 
complaints is internal to 
parliament and not 
independent of MPs.
A separate code and 
process for addressing 
MP–MP sexual 
harassment and a 
mandatory pledge by 
MPs not to sexually 
harass other MPs

Behavioural 
Statements, not in 
standing orders but 
agreement a 
condition for access 
to the parliament 
building and to 
staff resources.
An independent 
Commissioner for 
Parliamentary 
Standards
No independent 
complaints body for 
allegations against 
staff.
Sanctions regime 
not yet in place

(continued)
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Table 5.1 (continued)

UK
House of Commons

Canada
House of Commons

New Zealand
House of 
Representatives

Challenges within 
the standards 
regime

Fragmented 
governance
Challenges to 
legitimacy—tension 
between 
independence, 
fairness, 
parliamentary 
sovereignty
No central HR body 
to professionalise the 
workplace and resolve 
matters quickly
No single body leads 
and monitors reform

No independent 
grievance body or 
commissioner to 
investigate, make 
findings and decide 
sanctions
Dominance by political 
parties of the standards 
regime, with little role 
for lay members
No independent 
external review has 
provided a template for 
reform

Difficulty achieving 
consensus across 
parliament for 
standards reform or 
binding rules
No central HR 
body; staff 
employed by two 
different 
departments in 
‘triangular’ 
relationships with 
MPs
Lack of appetite for 
greater investment 
in HR support

Dame Laura Cox in her 2018 review, discussed in the last chapter, insisted 
that to be credible the complaints process must be independent of parlia-
mentarians. MPs were seen to side with their own and had voted to limit 
investigations.2 In 2020 an Independent Expert Panel was established, to 
determine sanctions where the Parliamentary Commissioner for Standards 
had found misconduct had occurred but sanctions were beyond their 
powers, and to hear appeals by MPs against ICGS decisions and sanctions 
decisions. No MPs take part in the decisions of the panel; they are not 
involved in judging the conduct of a colleague. However, the House of 
Commons must approve a motion to impose serious sanctions on an MP.

A parliamentary committee, the Committee on Standards, oversees 
processes involving breaches of the MPs’ code of conduct and makes deci-
sions. Its recommendations for sanctions are voted on by the House of 
Commons without debate or amendment. The Committee has equal 
numbers of parliamentarians and ‘lay’ members, and the lay members have 
an effective voting majority.3 The former Parliamentary Commissioner for 
Standards Kathryn Stone said the lay members ‘are hugely important 
because they provide a check and challenge to the political focus of the 
members of parliament on the … committee’.4
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The Behaviour Code, the Sexual Misconduct policy and the Bullying and 
Harassment policies apply to staff of MPs, and there is a separate code of 
conduct for staff who work for members of the House of Lords. The 
Lords Commissioner for Standards oversees and manages all complaints 
against Lords staff and applies sanctions.

In 2021 the House of Lords Conduct Committee withdrew access to 
dining facilities, the Library, and meeting rooms for three peers who failed 
to undertake the Valuing Everyone training by the deadline. This 
Parliament-wide training program is designed to ensure everyone working 
at Parliament can recognise bullying, harassment and sexual misconduct, 
and feels confident taking action to tackle and prevent it. The training is 
mandatory for Members of the House of Lords under their code of con-
duct but voluntary for members of the House of Commons. In August 
2022, 92 per cent of MPs and 97 per cent of Members of the House of 
Lords had completed the training. However only 25 per cent of MPs’ staff 
had undertaken the training, which is not mandatory for them.5

In its 2022 annual report, the ICGS revealed that 83 per cent of its 
cases related to bullying and harassment and 17 per cent involved sexual 
misconduct. Complaints relating to sexual misconduct had increased. 
Most complainants were MPs’ staff and most of the respondents were 
MPs. Of the completed investigations, 48 per cent were upheld.

The ICGS has faced criticism for the slowness of its investigations. For 
example, Alison Stanley’s 2021 review found a perception in the parlia-
mentary community that ‘it is a stressful, isolated and lengthy process’. 
Investigations took long to complete, causing prolonged periods of dis-
tress for all parties. This may be due to the complex organisational context 
of the UK parliament, with its different governance frameworks and mix 
of employers, employees and elected representatives. Stanley recom-
mended ICGS simplify and shorten its processes to maintain confidence in 
the scheme and develop more informal ways of resolving issues.

In the UK, the complaints process and enforcement architecture is 
complex and has evolved to be increasingly independent of parliamentar-
ians. This creates a number of challenges, particularly arising from the 
tension between independence from parliamentarians and fairness to par-
liamentarians. The Right Hon. Andrea Leadsom, who as Leader of the 
House of Commons introduced the complaints-handling system for bul-
lying, harassment and sexual misconduct, said ‘We want to be a role model 
for legislatures around the world in our determination to meet our own 
challenges head on’.6
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Despite this aspiration to be a role model, the complexity of the system 
is problematic: in 2022 the Parliamentary Standards Commissioner 
Kathryn Stone advised the Australian parliament that in designing a new 
system ‘you probably wouldn’t start where we are’.7 She identified ‘13 
different remits and bodies in the parliamentary standards system’.8 There 
are different regulatory frameworks and enforcement processes for 
Members of the House of Commons and Members of the House of Lords; 
and for the staff of MPs and of peers. For example, the Lords Commissioner 
for Standards oversees and manages complaints against Members of the 
House of Lords and applies sanctions.

Ministers are separately regulated, by a Code of Conduct overseen by 
the Prime Minister, who appoints an Independent Adviser to undertake 
investigations. In 2022 the Parliamentary Standards Commissioner 
expressed frustration that she received many complaints about the con-
duct of ministers who are outside her remit.9

In 2021, the UK’s standards architecture came under strong challenge 
when a Committee on Standards report about the conduct of Tory MP 
Owen Paterson recommended he be suspended from the House for 30 
sitting days for breaching lobbying rules. This sanction would automati-
cally trigger a recall petition in his electorate, putting his career as an MP 
at risk. Since 2015, voters can remove an MP between elections if 10 per 
cent of local electors sign a recall petition. One of the triggers for such a 
petition is if the MP is suspended from parliament for at least 10 sit-
ting days.10

Paterson claimed the investigation ‘offend[ed] against the basic stan-
dard of procedural fairness … and a fair process would exonerate me’.11 
The House declined to consider the Committee’s report, and the govern-
ment moved to appoint a new committee to review the fairness of the 
standards system and whether MPs had ‘the same or similar rights to peo-
ple who are under investigation for alleged misconduct in other work-
places’, including the right to legal representation, to examine witnesses 
and to appeal. This represented a serious challenge to the inquisitorial 
process and the legitimacy of the Parliamentary Standards Commissioner’s 
role in investigations and decision-making about sanctions. For the first 
time in its history the House of Commons voted down a recommendation 
of the Standards Committee. However, several political parties refused to 
participate in the new committee, so it did not proceed. Less than two 
weeks later, the House reversed its position and unanimously endorsed the 
Standards Committee report.12
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The Parliamentary Commissioner for Standards at the time, Kathryn 
Stone, faced criticism and personal attacks over the Paterson case, which 
she saw as ‘hostile challenges to our authority and our decision making’. 
She felt she was treated as a ‘political football’ but reportedly declared ‘I 
am going nowhere’.

In December 2021 the Committee on Standards commissioned Sir 
Ernest Ryder to review fairness and natural justice in the standards system. 
The Ryder Review generally supported the current standards regime but 
recommended that the Parliamentary Standards Commissioner’s reports 
be treated as opinions rather than decisions. The Commissioner should 
not combine the roles of investigator and decision-maker. Ryder stated 
the authority to make decisions on conduct must lie with parliament’s 
Committee on Standards due to parliamentary sovereignty: ‘the gover-
nance of standards should be by Members of the House’.13 This shift has 
been described as an evolution in the process, and is evidence of both the 
continuing strength of the tradition of parliamentary privilege and ongo-
ing tension between the values of independence and fairness to MPs.14 
Since October 2022, MPs have been given the right to appeal decisions of 
the Committee on Standards to the Independent Expert Panel (Fig. 5.1).

Alongside these challenges to the structure of the standards regime, 
there have been ongoing problems of sexist conduct in the UK parlia-
ment. In April 2022, unnamed Tory MPs made a sexist slur against the 
deputy Opposition leader Angela Rayner, which was condemned as 
misogynist by Prime Minister Boris Johnson. It was an example of inter-
sectional abuse: Rayner saw the comments as ‘steeped in classism as well’, 
targeting her as a woman with a working class background.15 In May 
2022, it was reported that 15 MPs faced allegations of sexual misconduct, 
including accessing pornography in parliament, sexual harassment and 
sexual assault against staffers, other MPs and journalists.16 In December 
2022, Leadsom (now a Dame), said the scheme was failing because the 

Fig. 5.1 Former 
Parliamentary 
Commissioner for 
Standards Kathryn Stone 
OBE provided advice to 
the Australian parliament 
when developing its 
standards regime
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original plan to set up a human resources (HR) service alongside the com-
plaints scheme was never fully implemented, meaning it was overwhelmed 
by lower-level workplace grievances, deterring victims from pursuing more 
serious accusations. She said ‘some female colleagues were “pretty miser-
able” with the general state of political life, and in particular, the slowness 
to deal with problems’.17

A recent development points to further tensions between the need to 
ensure a safe workplace and the need for MPs to be able to carry out their 
democratic role. On 5 June 2023, the House of Commons Commission 
published proposals for excluding MPs charged with violent or sexual 
offences from the parliamentary estate and parliamentary-funded travel. 
This was driven by the concern raised by parliamentary staff and the 
Women and Equalities Committee that MPs who are under investigation 
for sexual misconduct, or in some cases sexual offences, are continuing to 
attend parliament. Debate continues about the proposal.18

There is a drive to reconsider and simplify the UK standards architec-
ture. In July 2023 the Committee on Standards launched ‘an inquiry into 
the landscape of bodies and processes that have some role in regulating the 
conduct of MPs’. It notes that MPs are directly and indirectly regulated by 
10 bodies and that ministers and former ministers are regulated by 4 bod-
ies. Its terms of reference focus on whether the system is coherent and 
whether there are possibilities for ‘simplification or consolidation’ and 
‘streamlining’. In a sign of the policy borrowing which is occurring 
between parliaments, the committee will consider ‘what can be learned 
from parallel processes in other parliaments/assemblies within the UK and 
elsewhere’.19 The former chair of the Committee on Standards Chris 
Bryant argues the many standards bodies should be amalgamated into a 
single independent national commissioner for ethics and standards, and 
that codes of conduct for the House of Commons and House of Lords, 
the Behaviour Code and the ministerial code should be brought together 
into a single parliamentary code. However others argue that consolidation 
could risk eroding the crucial role of independent bodies.20

The UK case exemplifies the concern that despite establishing a regime 
of codes of conduct and complaints bodies, bullying and sexual miscon-
duct remain prevalent within the parliamentary workplace. This suggests 
culture change has not occurred and underlying issues have not been ade-
quately addressed. One such issue is the comparatively limited HR sup-
port provided to MPs and their staff in the UK. In a recent report, the 
All-Party Parliamentary Group on Women in Parliament argues that high- 
level oversight and guidance is needed from a new Advisory Group, which 
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would ‘spearhead reform into the future’, monitor culture change and be 
accountable for progress.21

Canada: pioneering STandardS arChiTeCTUre

While Canada moved relatively early to establish a standards regime relat-
ing to sexual harassment (before the advent of #MeToo), its system lacks 
the independent external features of the UK. Its standards regime is inter-
nal to the parliament and largely under the control of parliamentarians. In 
contrast to the UK, New Zealand and Australia, conduct in the Canadian 
parliament has not been subject to a major external independent inquiry, 
and regulation has evolved through internal reforms.

The Canadian House of Commons was the first Westminster Parliament 
to introduce codes and processes for complaints of harassment, with a 
policy adopted in 2014 applying to the staff of MPs and to MPs as employ-
ers of staff. Then in 2015 it became the first to introduce a code of con-
duct dealing with sexual harassment between members of parliament. As 
we saw in Chap. 4, two female MPs had privately made allegations of 
sexual harassment and sexual assault by MPs of another party. This brought 
to light the lack of processes for dealing with such issues and led to the 
Standing Committee on Procedure and House Affairs recommending a 
code of conduct and complaints resolution process—agreed by the House 
by unanimous consent.

The Code of Conduct for Members of the House of Commons: Sexual 
Harassment Between Members was appended to the Standing Orders, stat-
ing ‘A member shall not sexually harass another member’. It applies only 
to allegations of non-criminal sexual harassment between Members of 
Parliament. Under the Code, every MP must sign the following pledge 
and return it to the Chief Human Resources Officer within 60 days after 
the notice of their election is published in the Canada Gazette, or within 
the first 30 sitting days of the ensuing Parliament:

As part of the House of Commons’ mission to create an environment in 
which all individuals can excel, I, ……, member of Parliament, commit to 
contribute to a work environment free of sexual harassment. I recognize 
that part of our mission is to create a workplace free of sexual harassment 
and that sexual harassment among members of Parliament is strictly prohib-
ited. I further commit to following the Code of Conduct for Members of the 
House of Commons: Sexual Harassment Between Members, and to respect 
confidentiality in accordance with the principles set out in this code.22
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Unlike the UK, with its strongly independent standards process, the 
Canadian regime for resolving sexual harassment between MPs involves 
parliamentarians and political parties.23 Allegations are made to the party 
whip (if the respondent is from the same party) or to the Chief Human 
Resources Officer of the parliament (if the allegations involve members of 
different parties or Independent members). If mediation fails at this point 
the complainant may file a formal complaint to the Chief Human Resources 
Officer (CHRO), who engages an external investigator. After their report, 
if the matter warrants further action the CHRO refers the matter to the 
respondent’s party whip, who must propose a course of disciplinary action.

If the complainant or the respondent is not satisfied with the proposed 
disciplinary action the matter may be referred to the Standing Committee 
on Procedure and House Affairs (comprised of the four recognised politi-
cal parties in the House). The complainant and the respondent have the 
opportunity to appear before the Committee in an in-camera meeting. 
The Committee then prepares a report to the House of Commons that 
may recommend sanctions and name the member being sanctioned. 
Within 10 sitting days after the presentation of the report, the member 
who is the subject of the report may make a statement in the House which 
must not exceed 20 minutes. The motion to accept the committee’s report 
can be debated for up to three hours. This is very different from the UK 
system, where reports on misconduct and sanctions are voted on in the 
House without amendment or debate.24

While this was the first code to address member-to-member sexual 
harassment amongst Westminster nations, Canadian political scientists 
Cheryl Collier and Tracey Raney argue its design is not ‘gender friendly’ 
and may even ‘do more harm than good’ in tackling sexual harassment 
amongst parliamentarians.25 They say the key role played by party whips 
may lead to ‘quick and quiet’ resolutions and ‘gentle’ sanctions, as the 
whips have a strong interest in limiting damage to their political parties. 
There are no requirements to report on actions taken under the code, 
which means the extent of sexual harassment and remedies taken to tackle 
it remain secret. How effective the code is or how often it has been trig-
gered is unknown.

Separate from codes about sexual harassment between members of par-
liament was the pioneering 2014 Policy on Preventing and Addressing 
Harassment already referred to, which applied to political staffers and MPs 
as employers of staff. It was criticised for requiring staffers to raise matters 
first with their employing MP, on whose good will their employment was 
dependent. In 2021, the House of Commons updated the 2014 policy 
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after amendments to the Canada Labour Code requiring prevention of 
sexual harassment in federal workplaces. The 2021 Members of the House of 
Commons Workplace Harassment and Violence Prevention Policy defines 
‘harassment and violence’ as ‘any action, conduct or comment, including 
those of a sexual nature, that can reasonably be expected to cause offence, 
humiliation or other physical or psychological injury or illness to an 
employee’.26 The policy outlines a process for handling allegations of 
harassment and violence, and complaints can now be filed with the 
CHRO. Harassment and violence prevention training is mandated: ‘All 
new Members and employees must receive training within three months 
after the day they start in their position. Further, Members and employees 
must receive this training again once every three years’.

Unlike the UK, New Zealand and Australia, the process of handling 
complaints is not independent of the workplace or the parliament, leading 
Raney and Collier to argue the regime ‘enables politicians to largely self- 
police sexual harassment in parliament’.27 They point out the way in which 
informal norms and practices underpin party patronage and the power of 
party whips, to allocate rewards and punishments for those who depart 
from the party line. These extensive patronage powers provide opportuni-
ties to ‘dissuade’ complainants from filing a formal claim as well as to 
encourage MPs to handle issues quietly, in the interests of the party.28

If the respondent is a staff member, the MP ‘may consider’ disciplinary 
action after receiving an investigation report. If the respondent is an MP, 
the report is handed to the Board of Internal Economy (comprised entirely 
of MPs) which determines if further action is required. The emphasis gen-
erally is on informal resolution of complaints. A Respectful Workplace 
Team within the House of Commons Administration offers mediation and 
intervention to Members of Parliament and their staff, in informally 
resolving complaints and disputes. Appeals are heard by panels of MPs and 
findings can be debated on the floor of the house. Sanctions are often 
determined by party whips.

Canadian ministerial staff face an even less independent and more prob-
lematic process in raising complaints about misconduct. On paper, the 
rules are clear: ministerial staff are subject to a Respectful Workplace Policy 
which states that ‘Harassment, violence and discrimination will not be 
tolerated, condoned or ignored’ and their ministers are required to ‘pro-
vide all employees with a harassment, violence and discrimination-free 
workplace’. Ministerial staff must sign the policy on starting their employ-
ment with the commitment: ‘I understand that compliance with this 
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policy constitutes a condition of my employment and that any violation of 
this policy will lead to corrective measures, which may include disciplinary 
measures up to and including dismissal.’

Yet the complaints process is entirely internal to the government and 
under the direction of the Prime Minister’s Office: complaints must be 
made to complaint resolution officers (nominated staff in each ministerial 
office), with the process overseen by Respectful Workplace Officers, who 
are staff in the Prime Minister’s Office.

While standards architecture has been in place for longest in Canada 
and includes sexual misconduct between MPs, it lacks the independent 
and external elements that characterise the UK system (see Table 5.1). 
There is no independent grievance body or commissioner to make find-
ings and decide sanctions and few lay members are involved. Most of the 
processes are internal and under the control of parliamentarians and party 
whips. In her 2022–2023 annual report, the Chief Human Resources 
Officer stated 13 complaints of harassment and violence were received and 
10 were resolved, without any formal investigation.29 The data is not 
reported by gender. Whether informal resolution is an effective way to 
tackle such problems is not clear and no surveys tracking the experience of 
conduct in the parliamentary workplace have been published.

In further evidence of the complexity of the problem of workplace 
harassment faced by MPs staff, Meagan Cloutier reveals that Canadian 
staff experience significant levels of harassment by constituents. This was a 
far greater problem for women than men in her survey. MPs staff can also 
experience the harmful effects of managing and addressing the harassment 
MPs receive from constituents.30 Abuse and harassment by constituents 
can be difficult to address within current standards frameworks. Notably, 
the majority of complaints to the Chief Human Resources Officer in 
2022–2023 listed the respondent as a ‘third party’, rather than a colleague 
or an MP. This category included members of the public and staff working 
for another MP.31

Meanwhile, the 2019 Canadian Election Study found that there is 
strong support among voters for greater accountability of politicians 
accused of sexual harassment (the public to be made aware of accusation 
and the MP to be temporarily suspended during the investigation) and 
greater accountability for those found to have engaged in sexual harass-
ment, including a requirement for a public apology and constituents being 
able to trigger a by-election.32
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new Zealand: The STrUggle For ConSenSUS

Since 2019, the New Zealand parliament has worked to address toxic 
behaviour in its workplace but has struggled to reach consensus for reform 
at times, meaning progress has been slow.

Attempts to follow the UK in adopting a formal code of conduct deal-
ing with conflicts of interest were long resisted by the major parties. A 
requirement to register pecuniary interests was finally introduced into the 
standing orders in 2005 but a code of conduct developed by four minor 
parties in 2007 was not broadly supported. New Zealand has a history of 
entrenched resistance to an enforceable code of conduct.33

After a string of scandals involving misconduct by MPs in 2018, the 
New Zealand parliament commissioned an inquiry into bullying and 
harassment in parliament, led by HR consultant Debbie Francis. The 2019 
Francis report (the External Independent Review: Bullying and Harassment 
in the New Zealand Parliamentary Workplace) revealed a culture of poor 
conduct, including bullying, sexual harassment and sexual assault, and that 
harmful behaviours were ‘systemic’. Francis said, ‘New Zealand’s 
Parliament, as a workplace, retains some elements of management and 
culture that have been erased from other modern workplaces for decades.’34 
She also noted it ‘exhibit[s] some of the commonly cited elements of 
workplace toxicity’.35 One respondent to the review wrote ‘Bullying infests 
every aspect of Parliament and everyone knows it.’36

Francis made 85 recommendations including: a parliamentary work-
place code of conduct for MPs and all staff in parliamentary precincts; an 
independent Parliamentary Standards Commissioner to receive complaints 
about breaches of the code by MPs; and consolidated HR arrangements 
for staff. When the report was released Prime Minister Jacinta Ardern said, 
‘it is an environment that absolutely needs to change’.

In 2019 a code of conduct steering group was tasked with developing 
a code of conduct. It was headed by the deputy speaker, with cross-party 
membership and representatives from the Parliamentary Service, press gal-
lery and unions. A Parliamentary Culture Committee of five MPs now 
oversees the implementation of the Francis recommendations. Progress 
has been slow.

In 2020 the parliament established Behavioural Statements for the par-
liamentary workplace which state that all people working in parliament must:

• Show that bullying and harassment, including sexual harassment, are 
unacceptable

• Act respectfully and professionally
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• Foster an environment where people feel safe and valued
• Encourage diverse perspectives, and the free and frank expres-

sion of views
• Behave fairly and genuinely, treating others the way we would like to 

be treated
• Use our position of power or influence to help others, and avoid harm

This did not initially receive full support across the parliament, and 
signing up to the statements was voluntary. The Behavioural Statements 
are not in the standing orders of parliament. However, they have become 
mandatory through two mechanisms. One is an agreement that MPs must 
sign to gain access to staff, known as the ‘Triangular Relationship 
Agreement’. Though they work in MPs’ offices, staff are employees of the 
Parliamentary Service. Since 2020, in order for staff to work in an MP’s 
office, the MP, the Parliamentary Service and the employee must all sign 
an agreement stating they will abide by the Behavioural Statements and 
meet health and safety obligations.37 In addition, access cards for parlia-
ment buildings are now conditional on agreement to abide by the 
Behavioural Statements—a distinctive feature of the New Zealand stan-
dards regime, as shown in Table 5.1.

It took several more years of protracted, and at times tense, negotia-
tions before an independent Commissioner for Parliamentary Standards 
was appointed; former Auditor General Lyn Provost began her term in 
January 2023. Her role is to receive, investigate and resolve complaints 
that MPs have breached the Behavioural Standards, and if upheld, to 
report to the House through the Speaker.38 In conducting her inquiry, the 
Commissioner ‘must observe the principles of natural justice’. Former 
Speaker Trevor Mallard commented that: ‘It has taken a long time. I think 
that for some people that have been around here for a period of time, the 
idea of someone else effectively sitting in judgement is foreign and quite 
hard. …I think people are uncomfortable…. Some still are.’

A sanctions regime, which would be triggered where findings of mis-
conduct occur, has yet to be put in place. In November 2022 it was 
reported that the creation of a Sanctions Working Group to determine 
possible sanctions for findings of misconduct by MPs (Recommendation 
81 of the Francis Report) had been deferred.39 Progress on establishing 
the standards system remains slow. Rules and a complaints mechanism are 
incomplete without a sanctions regime.

The Commissioner for Parliamentary Standards has no remit to inves-
tigate complaints made against staff. Since May 2022 all staff working for 
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MPs and ministers, or for the parliamentary department, are bound by a 
Respect for People in the Parliamentary Workplace Policy which commits to 
maintaining ‘an environment in which all people are treated with atawhai-
tanga (kindness and courtesy) and whakaute (respect)’. It states:

We do not tolerate any inappropriate behaviour. This includes: any type of 
bullying; intimidating, aggressive, or threatening behaviour; verbal abuse; 
physical violence; harassment and sexual harassment; sexual misconduct; 
comments of a demeaning, racist, or sexist nature; … whether they occur in 
person, online, or electronically. …Concerns and complaints will be dealt 
with promptly, fairly, sensitively, and with respect.40

In New Zealand, staff working for parliamentarians are employed by a 
parliamentary department (the Parliamentary Service) rather than directly 
by their MP and ministerial staff are employed by a public service depart-
ment (the Department of Internal Affairs) though they work directly for 
ministers. Complaints about staff conduct and breaches of the Behavioural 
Statements are dealt with by these employing departments, rather than an 
independent complaints body.

In terms of culture change, the former Speaker said he had prevented 
some MPs from employing staff until they had completed anti-bullying 
training. In May 2022, the parliament posted a message on Pink Shirt day 
(a day promoting anti-bullying messages) where all party leaders and other 
parliamentary executives affirmed their commitment to creating a healthy 
workplace culture. However, in November 2022 it was reported that not 
all MPs were participating in the Positive Workplace Culture awareness 
program—only those from Labour, National and the Greens.41

In October 2022 the new Speaker, Adrian Rurawhe, announced that 
Debbie Francis would undertake another review and report on progress in 
changing the parliamentary workplace culture. The leader of the right- 
wing ACT (Association of Consumers and Taxpayers) party, David 
Seymour, did not support the review, saying: ‘The underlying assumption 
of it is that we can’t quite trust the people to elect their representatives, 
therefore, some other elected higher power must come in and review them 
and check up on how they’ve been reviewed’ (Fig. 5.2).42

In June 2023 Francis reported that the cultural health of the parliamen-
tary workplace had improved significantly since her first review in 2019. 
There was a safer and more respectful culture and parliamentarians were 
more vigilant about their own behaviour and that of their colleagues. But 
she argued some of the work done had addressed symptoms rather than 
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Fig. 5.2 In 2023 Debbie Francis reviewed progress made in changing New 
Zealand’s parliamentary workplace culture

root causes, at times papering over ‘a fundamentally antiquated and under- 
resourced operating model’. The systemic issues driving poor conduct and 
unsafe workplaces remained unresolved, such as extreme power differen-
tials between staff and parliamentarians, and underdeveloped HR, man-
agement and leadership skills. While there were ‘pockets of excellent 
practice’ and ‘sometimes-heroic efforts’ Francis felt ‘too many of the 
power imbalances and pain points of the old culture remain’. She urged 
transformative structural change to the way the parliamentary workplace 
operates, with new funding models, employment arrangements and sig-
nificantly improved HR functions. However, she acknowledged this did 
not have the support of parliamentarians, who are unwilling to commit 
the increased funding needed.43

The New Zealand case demonstrates the difficulties of putting in place 
rules and enforcement architecture without strong consensus across the 
parliament for such reform. Employment contracts and building access are 
being used to embed codes where there is resistance to introducing bind-
ing rules in parliament. The difficulty in establishing a Commissioner for 
Parliamentary Standards does not bode well for the ongoing development 
of a standards regime while the lack of strong HR support may limit future 
culture change in the parliamentary workplace.

There are different trajectories of reform in the UK, Canada and New 
Zealand, and the character of their standards regimes create distinct 
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challenges. Both the UK and New Zealand created new institutions to 
regulate the conduct of parliamentarians. They sit uncomfortably beside 
and largely distinct from the institution of parliament. There can be fric-
tion between these new formal institutions and longstanding formal and 
informal norms concerning parliamentary privileges and immunities, driv-
ing ongoing tensions about control and fairness. Achieving and maintain-
ing consensus about the new institutions is proving difficult. It is yet 
another example of the issue of ‘the liability of newness’ and the particular 
vulnerability of gender equality reforms.44 Creating a body with ‘owner-
ship’ of the reform agenda, to drive culture change and be held account-
able for its progress, may be one solution.

The Canadian standards regime lacks critical independence from parlia-
mentarians and parties, potentially seriously weakening its effectiveness. It 
is nested within existing parliamentary institutions and hierarchies, again 
creating the problem of nested newness highlighted in feminist institu-
tionalist theory.

As we shall see in Chap. 6, Australia drew on the experiences of other 
Westminster parliaments in creating its new standards architecture. At 
times it drew directly on wording used elsewhere and it took lessons from 
the challenges faced in the UK, Canada and New Zealand. However, it 
also took an innovative approach to HR, something from which other 
countries can learn. In addition, it featured a single authoritative cross- 
party body which has provided strong leadership of reform.
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